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November 7, 2024

Dear Chair Gayles and Members of the Northern Illinois University (NIU) Board of Trustees:

It is my pleasure to provide you and our community with a summary of notable accomplishments against the university’s 2024 goals. As you will see throughout, this work and related outcomes are made possible through deep commitment, collaboration and care by our incredible faculty, staff and supporters. 
This past academic year posed new and continuing challenges to higher education institutions in Illinois and across our nation. For example, in addition to their long-acknowledged demographic and financial challenges, public universities and the communities they serve were impacted significantly by declining public trust in the value of a college degree, increasing polarization of American society and the Department of Education’s flawed rollout of the new Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). In the face of these headwinds, our university continued to make progress on established annual and multiyear goals because of the creativity, commitment and resilience of NIU faculty, staff, students and supporters. I remain grateful for their continued confidence and encouragement, as well as for the strong support I receive from our Board of Trustees.
Below, I highlight NIU’s progress across our six strategic themes: empowerment and shared responsibility; student recruitment, student success and student experience; academic excellence and curriculum innovation; diversity, equity, inclusion and belonging; research, scholarship, artistry and engagement; and resource development and fiscal responsibility. Underpinning that progress is a university community that is dedicated to the university mission, vision and values; respect for divergent viewpoints; willingness to engage in conversations across differences; and ready to employ shared leadership to advance strategic priorities. NIU is moving forward on a positive trajectory, and my husband, Doug Rose, and I are proud to continue our annual practice of donating $25,000 to support student scholarships. 

Empowerment and Shared Responsibility
Shared leadership provides an encompassing framework to foster co-ownership of goals and adoption of processes that emphasize interdependence and collaboration. NIU focuses on advancing a Huskie culture that centers and serves students, recognizing that to provide students with positive, transformative experiences we must also encourage the engagement and support the success of our faculty and staff.

Advancing a Huskie Culture that Centers and Serves Students
NIU’s mission, strategic planning framework and strategic enrollment management (SEM) plans call on all employees to prioritize students, empowering them by acknowledging their strengths and focusing on their potential. This approach is also evident in the university’s equity plans, commitment to “servingness” and desire to create and sustain institutional structures and supports that actively contribute to students’ academic and cocurricular success. Units across the university are continuously working toward an environment that promotes academic success and nurtures their emotional, social, mental and physical health. 
This past year, NIU leadership worked with their division members to define what being student-centric should look like in their context. While the expectations and actions vary across the university consistent with differing roles and responsibilities, the overarching commitment to serving students effectively was evident in all the units’ visions, belief statements, action plans and performance indicators. Student-facing divisions, departments and offices emphasize their role in creating an inclusive, supportive and engaging environment that fosters academic success, personal growth and a sense of belonging. Areas that support students indirectly embrace the idea that everything we do has an impact on student outcomes. Common themes across all units include adapting to evolving student needs with empathy and understanding; collecting feedback to improve services; and offering training and development to align staff roles with university goals. 
In this context, Human Resources Services (HRS) has committed to developing training programs for supervisors and employees focused on engaging and creating student-centered approaches to work, evaluating success, and providing continuous feedback to promote a working environment that centers and serves students. 
Building Huskie Identity and Pride; Creating Pathways for Meaningful Faculty and Staff Engagement
The NIU community works intentionally to enhance employee empowerment and engagement, and to cultivate a culture of intentional coaching and professional development. Two specific examples of accomplishments in FY24 are provided below:
· Supported by faculty expertise from the College of Business, a shared leadership group collaborated to identify essential characteristics and develop guiding principles for effective, ethical supervisors. Their work product was then aligned with employee feedback received from exit interviews and the ModernThink Higher Education Insight (Great Colleges to Work For) Survey to reveal common themes related to desired skills and characteristics. The resultant framework identified five core areas that HRS will use to inform our leadership development training activities and performance management model; these areas are: mission focused approach to work; integrity and reliability; emotional intelligence; decision making; and adaptability. The target date for deployment of training is Spring 2025.
· Division leadership in Academic Affairs, Student Affairs and Academic Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (ADEI) worked collaboratively to provide their staff members with a leadership conference focused on leading change, self-awareness in leadership and building a culture of employee partnership, engagement and communication. These efforts were supported by faculty and staff expertise from NIU’s colleges of Business, Liberal Arts and Sciences, and Education as well University Libraries and HRS. 
The university’s commitment to developing leaders among our faculty and staff is foundational to our ability to achieve all annual and multiyear goals. We are pleased with the work done on campus this past academic year and encouraged by the continued improvement in the relevant dimensions of the ModernThink Higher Education Insight Survey. This year, NIU saw year-over-year improvement in the categories of job satisfaction and support (+3%), professional development (+2%), collaboration (+2%), and mission and pride (+2%). Additional validation for our efforts to build a positive culture came from our inclusion (No. 57) in the Top 100 on Forbes’ list of best Illinois-based employers for 2024.
[bookmark: _Hlk114400955]Student Recruitment, Student Success and Student Experience
NIU remains firmly committed to achieving a total enrollment that reflects our public mission and core values; addresses the needs of our region, state and nation; and positions the university for fiscal sustainability. We actively work to improve and promote the value of an NIU education, enhance access and make costs manageable for Huskie students and families, and to provide all students with the knowledge, skills and supports they need to graduate and achieve long-term success.
Increase Enrollment and Enhance Student Success
NIU’s SEM Plan 2.0 recognizes that successful enrollment management requires intentional, effective strategies for recruiting new students, retaining enrolled students and fostering an environment that encourages all students to participate, progress and complete their degrees. Accountability and strategic management are achieved through integration with the university’s processes for evaluating outcomes and establishing and adjusting goals. 
NIU’s 2024 goals were formulated to respond to our dynamic operating environment and the changing perceptions and needs of our current and prospective students. The 2024 University Goals established specific objectives for refining recruitment tactics and strategies, improving opportunities and support for community college transfer and working adult students, and exploring admissions options that position late enrolling students for academic and social success. Progress was made in all these areas, and the university is pleased with the increased number of student ambassadors, as well as the increased number of campus visitors for daily tours, preview days and admitted student days. 
At the time that NIU’s 2024 goals were developed, all higher education institutions across the country were unaware of the significant challenges that would arise from the U.S. Department of Education’s flawed FAFSA rollout. However, the commitments we made during enrollment management planning and goal-setting helped us to manage through the unexpected crisis and maintain a student-centric focus as we confronted many unknowns. I am extremely proud of our financial aid team and all NIU employees who helped students and families navigate such a frustrating situation. I am also gratified that, despite the FAFSA challenges, the demographics of our incoming class and total undergraduate enrollment continue to reflect our commitment to inclusive excellence. 
NIU continued to experience promising enrollment trends in key areas in Fall 2024. We welcomed a diverse and academically accomplished freshman class of almost 2,000 students, more than a third of them with high school GPAs of 3.7 or higher. In addition, we saw substantial increases in new transfer, graduate and law students, and had record success reenrolling continuing students. Total enrollment was stable year over year, with the fall 2024 total enrollment of 15,415 students exceeding 15,360 the targeted minimum. The undergraduate enrollment of 11,349 students was about the same as last fall, with fewer freshmen but more transfers. More than 4,000 students elected to live on campus.  
The university’s focus on creating a welcoming community and inclusive learning environment continues to attract talented students from all backgrounds who clearly see NIU as a place where they will succeed. Notably, one of every two new freshmen is a first-generation college student, and 66% of new freshmen and 47% of new transfers are students of color. NIU also remains on a trajectory to become a fully designated Hispanic-Serving Institution (HSI) with Latinx students representing more than one-quarter of the total undergraduate population for the second consecutive year. The university’s goal to be an HSI aligns with our commitment to increasing support and opportunities available to all Huskies, especially students from groups who have been too often overlooked, underestimated and underserved. 
While the university recognizes that the recruitment and enrollment of new students is essential to the academic mission, NIU has not taken for granted the critical importance of retaining continuing students and supporting them through degree attainment. In fall 2024, the re-enrollment rate for continuing undergraduates was at a seven-year high and the retention rate for first-time full-time freshmen remained stable year-over year at 70%. These results are indicative of the significant progress we have made post-pandemic as well as the substantial work remaining. We must continue to close the achievement gaps that persist for first-generation and Pell-eligible students to improve our overall retention and re-enrollment rates as we did not make adequate progress toward this goal.   
We also remain focused on providing NIU students opportunities to build the skills, confidence, experiences and networks that position them for strong first jobs, personal and professional success. For example, at the end of Spring 2024, more than 650 Huskie students had completed the Braven accelerator course. Outcomes data shows that the Braven experience having positive impact on the rates of enrolled students’ internship completion and graduates’ employment in quality, first roles and strong first jobs. Moreover, 97% of NIU Braven Fellows are persisting in college or have graduated within six years of enrolling in higher education. 
Making our Student Experience More Equitable and Engaging
Mental Health and Well-being
Institutional practices related to mental health and well-being play a critical role in students’ academic and social success. To support our students, working in partnership with JED, NIU has adopted a comprehensive, community-wide approach and a strategic plan that incorporates specific actionable items and recommendations tailored to our campus environment, including: communication plans that highlight mental health as a priority and provide comprehensive information on the spectrum of available services; programming designed to enhance academic and life skills and promote community connection; and expanded opportunities for peer mentoring. For example, Counseling and Consultation Services has made available to students a peer-to-peer mental health support program that includes Togetherall – a free, 24/7 online platform. An advisory group has been created to ensure that diverse perspectives are considered, and data is used effectively to improve mental health and well-being initiatives.
Center for Greek Life
NIU is home to more than 200 student organizations that are registered with the Student Government Association, including groups focused on academic or professional interests, social activities, community service, religious and cultural identity, and recreation and sports. Among these are the more than 40 fraternities and sororities associated with the Interfraternity Council, Multicultural Greek Council, National Pan-Hellenic Council and Panhellenic Council. NIU is committed to advancing healthy Greek life because of the demonstrated benefits, such as a sense of belonging and connectedness, greater motivation to participate in experiential learning and community service, and lifetime opportunity for professional networking. 
The university is advancing plans for a Center for Greek Life to be built at the corner of Hillcrest Drive and Blackhawk Road in the neighborhood known as Greek Row or Annie Glidden North. Key milestones for this project were achieved during the past year, including finalization of the land purchase and redevelopment agreement between the NIU Foundation and the City of DeKalb; rendering of the architectural design; establishment of a fundraising goal; and completion of a full case for support. The $18 million initiative has been positioned as an element of NIU’s comprehensive fundraising campaign, with an active fundraising committee dedicated specifically to this project. Supporting a healthy, vibrant Greek community is a significant way for NIU to help students build strong connections to each other and the university and to make their experiences more engaging. Creating a central gathering space available to all Greek letter organizations will promote equity and encourage collaboration across Greek letter organizations at NIU.  
Academic Excellence and Curriculum Innovation
The promise of progress and prosperity beyond degree completion is what inspires students to pursue higher education. Influenced by growing public skepticism about the value of higher education, undergraduate and graduate students are increasingly concerned about how their degree programs will provide them with the opportunity for economic security and position them for success in professional settings that are changing rapidly. Huskie students expect NIU to help prepare them to be responsible citizens capable of working across differences to solve complex problems that impact their families and communities. 
NIU is dedicated to enhancing academic excellence and equipping undergraduate and graduate students to be leaders in existing and emerging fields. NIU faculty want to ensure not only that students develop critical thinking, quantitative and qualitative reasoning, communication and collaboration skills, but that they are also able to articulate connections between these transferable skills and their career or graduate school ambitions. To this end, a new community of practice has formed around the goal of Enriching the Design of General Education (EDGE). The Center for Innovative Teaching and Learning is supporting EDGE, as well as faculty efforts, to develop skills across the curriculum. NIU continues to partner with Braven and to expand available experiential learning opportunities. Moreover, through shared governance and shared leadership, our university’s faculty, staff and administrators work collaboratively to ensure that our systems, policies and practices support these outcomes. 
NIU's dedication and commitment are gaining recognition beyond our community, with the university being named a leader in social mobility – ranked 37th out of 1,205 institutions in the 2024 CollegeNet rankings and 38th out of 500 in the 2025 Wall Street Journal/College Pulse Social Mobility rankings. In addition, the Higher Learning Commission (HLC) reaccredited NIU for 10 years, following a comprehensive evaluation and campus visit earlier this year. The HLC team’s observations and conclusions recognized the excellence and the extraordinary efforts of Huskie faculty and staff; for example, they noted: 
“NIU is committed to fostering a supportive and enriching environment for its students, prioritizing academic and personal growth. NIU has invested in high-quality teaching and resources, as well as providing ongoing support and enriched experiences. The faculty and staff are qualified and passionate about serving the needs of students.”
Encourage Transdisciplinary Scholarship and Curricular Innovation
NIU continues to build capacity for transdisciplinary scholarship and curricular innovation. Resources including the Center for Innovative Teaching and Learning, the De La Vega Innovation Lab, the 71 North Partnership Studio and initiatives such as Huskie Trek Talks, the De La Vega Pitch Competition, STARS Academy and the Food Systems Innovation Challenge are supporting students, faculty, staff and alumni who seek to translate ideas into tangible outcomes, whether those ideas are related to business development, research application, community engagement or curricular creation. The new Academic Affairs Innovation Makerspace, sponsored by the Office of the Provost, exemplifies NIU’s desire to solve problems and drive change through collaborative action planning and the sharing of experience, knowledge and ideas. It is fitting that this process is being used to solve questions about what infrastructure is needed to support cross-department and cross-college course offerings and curricula.
[bookmark: FS][bookmark: _Hlk179702185]NIU has also made progress toward reducing the barriers that could  discourage faculty from pursuing transdisciplinary and other evolving forms of scholarship. In February 2024, Faculty Senate voted to amend Articles 3, 8, and 9 of the Faculty Senate Bylaws to modernize NIU’s promotion and tenure system; align the system with the university’s mission, vision and values; and ensure the system is equitable and inclusive. This is the culmination of three years of work that included multiple, iterative efforts guided by the principles of equity, local control of decision-making and alignment with university goals. Faculty are to be commended for thoughtful consideration of how to ensure promotional paths for all faculty and expand the definition of work that is valid and valued, as well as their choice to require regular, cyclical review of tenure and promotion guidelines.  
Strengthen Graduate Programs, Enhance the Graduate Student Experience
The university also saw progress in our multiyear effort to strengthen graduate programs and enhance the graduate student experience. The Graduate School created a strategic enrollment management plan focused on marketing and recruitment, modernization of admissions processes and strengthening services that support student success. The established priorities delivered this past year include refresh of the Graduate School website; implementation of a CRM to manage applications and provide for personalized communication; and expansion of graduate engagement and professional development opportunities. 
NIU also implemented impactful changes to NIU’s graduate assistantship policies to make our practices more equitable and student-centered, and our graduate assistant compensation packages more competitive. Consistent with last year’s policy updates, NIU again required graduate students to be offered contracts over an entire semester or academic year. In addition, the university established minimum stipends for 2024 that incorporated a 5%, year-over-year increase and encouraged graduate programs to exceed the minimum stipend to offer packages that compare favorably with those of peers.
In addition to the described efforts related to enhance graduate student recruitment, retention and assistantships, NIU continued work focused on examining graduate program outcomes and assessing the health of the graduate program portfolio. An academic leadership retreat convened by the Office of the Provost built upon the foundation established by the work guided by the university’s 2021 and 2022 goals, and moved NIU closer to achieving the objectives of using outcomes data to guide university investment and realign resources to support strong programs that align with NIU’s mission, vision and values.
Improve Support for Community College Transfer and Working Adult Students
Illinois leads the nation in bachelor’s completion rates among students who start at a community college (53.8%), an admirable statistic that nonetheless leaves room for improvement. NIU is committed to supporting transfer student success, as evidenced by our active participation on the Transfer Working Group of the Illinois Higher Education Futures Table and the investments that we have made in community college initiatives. We use quantitative and qualitative data to identify gaps in our tools, policies and practices, and take actions that improve the transfer student experience and reduce time and cost to degree. We strive to be an exemplar of seamless, student-centered transfer pathways, policies and practices. 
In 2024, NIU took a series of actions in support of this goal. We continued to offer selected degree completion programs on community college campuses to meet student demand and address critical workforce shortages. NIU programs are currently offered on the campuses of Rock Valley College, William Rainey Harper College, Elgin Community College and McHenry County College. Moreover, to strengthen and expand community college partnerships, and to foster seamless transitions for transfer students, NIU appointed an executive director of Community College Initiatives in March, and finalized a comprehensive community college plan in September 2024. The plan lays out strategies, activities, timelines and progress indicators for priorities related to improving transfer student friendliness, expanding community college and industry relationships and enhancing marketing and communication.
Diversity, Equity, Inclusion and Belonging
National Accolades for Progress-to-Date
NIU’s overall commitment, progress and accomplishments related to diversity, equity, inclusion and belonging (DEIB) were again recognized nationally. For a fourth consecutive year, the university received the Higher Education Excellence in Diversity (HEED) Award from INSIGHT Into Diversity magazine, gaining for the first time the additional designation of 2024 Diversity Champion. The latter honor is reserved for a limited number of institutions (18/91) that exemplify an unwavering commitment to inclusive excellence across academic programs, throughout their campus communities, and at the highest administrative levels. Aptly, this is also the third consecutive year that NIU has earned accolades for LGBTQ+ inclusion. In addition to our five-star rating from Campus Pride, Best Colleges recognized NIU as the best college for LGBTQ+ students in Illinois, and the seventh-best in the nation. 
We appreciate being acknowledged for our progress advancing DEIB through programs, policies, practices and culture. We take pride knowing that students choose NIU because of the opportunity to live, learn and work in a supportive community that strives to make all members feel heard, value and respected, regardless of gender, gender identity, culture, race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, faith, age, ability, political views, background or lived experience. The NIU community benefits from the strengths our students bring with them, as well as from their academic engagement and social involvement as Huskies.
We also know that we have more work to do. We remain committed to recognizing and dismantling barriers that hinder the hiring, retention and advancement of diverse faculty and staff, as well as to fostering an inclusive, equitable and competitive business environment through support of the Business Enterprise Program and its goals. These combined efforts allow our students to engage in the practice of “seeing is believing.” In addition, greater diversity of lived experiences, perspectives and expertise among our faculty and staff drives empathy and innovation. The previously referenced changes to the Faculty Senate Bylaws were guided in part by the university’s desire to make NIU’s tenure and promotion system equitable, a system that works for all faculty and recognizes the varied contributions of faculty based on roles, duties and discipline. 
Diverse Perspectives, Respectful Dialogue, Free Expression of Ideas
NIU is committed to preparing our students to be critical thinkers, compassionate leaders, successful professionals and members of a thriving democracy. To this end, the university hosts structured opportunities to engage students in dialogue across differences and to foster empathy. These include on-campus workshops and conferences supported by the divisions and units of Student Affairs, Academic Affairs and ADEI, as well as field trips and study-away experiences focused on challenging histories, untold stories and impacted communities. Notable examples from 2024 include: 
· “Conversations with Purpose: Building Interfaith Understanding and Unity,” dinner and dialogue sponsored by Student Affairs. 
· “Healing and Reconciliation: A Dialogue with Bereaved Palestinian and Israeli Family members,” presented by the American Friends of the Parents Circle and hosted by ADEI. 
· Student-athlete study away at the International Civil Rights Center and Museum in Greensboro, North Carolina, sponsored by Division of Intercollegiate Athletics.
· “Taking action for Self-care During Polarized Times,” sponsored by Student Affairs.
· GIVE (Growing Through Inclusive Vulnerability and Empathy) circles, sponsored by the Truth and Racial Healing and Transformation Center (THRT) and open to all Huskies who are interested in an opportunity to deepen understanding of individual perspectives and experiences through authentic sharing of and deep listening to personal narratives.   
· “The Real Talk Conference: Opening Pathways to Embrace Our Humanity,” sponsored by TRHT. 
In addition to these initiatives focused on expanding space for respectful dialogue, NIU increased the visibility and accessibility of university statements, policies and protocols related to freedom of expression and academic freedom by launching a central landing page with links to these and related resources. We also updated our incident reporting form to emphasize, “Northern Illinois University strives to create a welcoming, inclusive and equitable community where all people are treated with dignity and respect. We are committed to safeguarding individuals’ constitutional rights to free speech and assembly and addressing incidents that may negatively affect individuals and/or communities.”
Serving All Students as an HSI
As noted above, NIU is positioned to qualify for federal designation as a Hispanic-Serving Institution (HSI). Notably, NIU's journey toward HSI status is concurrent with our evolution to be an institution that emphasizes serving students versus merely enrolling them. We are proud to be a university focused on fully serving all Huskie students, a majority of whom are first-generation, Pell-eligible or from marginalized or racialized communities, and we have implemented numerous programs, strategies and policy changes to support students. 
Accordingly, we are comfortable using disaggregated, quantitative and qualitative data to identify inequitable outcomes and reveal potential barriers to the success of specific student groups. We participate in collaboratives and learning communities that share our commitment to increasing completion rates and eliminating racial and socioeconomic completion gaps. These include groups focused on Illinois, such as the Partnership for College Completion, the Illinois Center for Education Equity at Chicago State University, the Illinois Latino Council on Higher Education and Rockford Promise, as well as national organizations such as Excelencia in Education and FirstGen Forward. 
For NIU, HSI status and “servingness” support our long-standing goal of being a Huskie-serving institution. In 2024, the SEM 2.0 working group focused on HSI planning reviewed our existing activities and resources and compared them to those of peer and aspirational HSIs to identify critical gaps and opportunities for improvement. The group members also explored the challenges and opportunities associated with messaging internally and externally about NIU’s HSI status. Their work product was shared with NIU senior leadership, and used to inform the efforts of the cross-functional team that participated in the Excelencia’s Technical Assistance Institutes focused on evidence-based practices and Seal Serving Institutional Transformation Assessment. Recommendations will be incorporated into future university goals. Notably, our commitment and progress-to-date have been recognized nationally. NIU’s Latinx Living Learning Community was selected as a Program to Watch for the 2024 Examples of Excelencia. In addition, NIU was selected to participate in the initial cohort of the VOLARÉ Institute organized by the Hispanic Association of Colleges and Universities and funded by the National Science Foundation, an initiative focused on building research capacity and expanding STEM initiatives at HSIs.
Research, Scholarship, Artistry and Engagement
In FY24, NIU faculty and staff secured 370 sponsored awards that totaled $56 million. This represents a 9% decline in overall funding from FY23 to FY24 that reflects the transition of Sponsored Projects Administration to a recording method that amortizes multiyear awards, as well as the conclusion of COVID-related funding. Exclusive of COVID relief funds, total sponsored funding held steady relative to last year and has increased 53% since FY20. 
Funding for organized research has increased 11% over last year, contributing to the trend of a 40% growth in research funding over the past five years. Significant sources of research funding included the Illinois Department of Public Health, the National Science Foundation and the Department of Energy. Projects reflect NIU’s strengths in public health survey research, clean energy, STEM education and ongoing collaboration with Argonne National Laboratory and Fermilab. Support for scholarship outside of STEM included a $349,000 award, from the National Endowment for the Humanities for the NIU Latinx Oral History Project Digital Collection, to create a large collection of free-use, online oral histories and transcripts documenting Latinx experiences and history in the Midwest.
Strengthen Infrastructure for Research/Artistry/Engagement
NIU’s body of externally funded scholarship reflects our commitment to advancing innovation and community collaboration while addressing pressing societal needs. Huskies are addressing complex questions related to environmental and ecosystem change and adaptation, rapidly advancing technology, shifting demographics and systemic inequality, using transdisciplinary approaches to develop socially responsible solutions. NIU is committed to supporting them by strengthening infrastructure for impactful and inclusive research, scholarship, artistry and engagement.
NIU’s desire to foster a more-supportive environment for non-traditional scholarship informed multiple university goals in 2024. A previous section details progress made to revise elements of the university’s tenure and promotion systems that could have discouraged faculty from engaging in scholarly work that is transdisciplinary, entrepreneurial, equity-oriented and community-engaged. NIU made additional progress implementing objectives of the 2023-26 Engagement Plan to advance community engagement as a central, essential element of our mission. This past year, the work of the NIU Engagement Roundtable propelled successful efforts to launch the self-study required to apply for reclassification as Carnegie-engaged institution, designate undergraduate courses as community-engaged and implement the NIU Engagement Executive-in-Residence program. The power of shared leadership was evident not only in the extent of the progress, but also in the ways that intentional collaboration maximized alignment, synergy and impact. To highlight one example, the fall 2024 Engagement in Residence Workshop featured an expert on building inclusive community engagement with human-centered design and was positioned as a pre-conference workshop supporting “The Real Talk Conference: Opening Pathways to Embrace Our Humanity.”
Advance NICCS and Sustainability Initiatives
NIU advanced the planning, design and programming efforts associated with the Northern Illinois Center for Community Sustainability (NICCS) and began implementation of the university’s Sustainability and Climate Action Plan.  
Key to these initiatives is the hiring of a NICCS director with experience leading transdisciplinary projects and managing grants related to water quality and climate adaptation. This role was filled at a pivotal time in project planning as the bridging documents that generally describe the NICCS building components and systems are being finalized. These documents will be used to support the bidding process for selecting the design-build team members who will have ultimate responsibility for design and construction. Their design precepts and features give life to the vision of NICCS as a destination that will bring together students, experts and citizens working to enhance sustainability in peri-urban communities, promote transdisciplinary collaboration and serve as a living laboratory for testing sustainable technologies in building systems and infrastructure.  
NIU also made significant progress aligning and integrating the recommendations of the Sustainability and Climate Action Plan with university priorities in 2024, through the introduction of culture-building initiatives such as the Green Office Certification program and the celebration of Campus Sustainability Month; shoreline restoration ecology efforts in progress at the East Lagoon and prairie restoration efforts planned for the “North 40;” and our multi-dimensional partnership with Trane. 
Trane and NIU assessed energy consumption, building infrastructure, modernization requirements and potential energy savings opportunities across 51 campus buildings, and proposed an Energy Savings Agreement (ESA) that will allow the campus to improve HVAC efficiency, water conservation, and building envelopes and to install solar arrays and charging stations. NIU will benefit from the ESA by reducing energy consumption to realize cost savings, addressing and avoiding critical deferred maintenance issues and creating experiential learning opportunities for students. The university appreciates the Board of Trustees’ support for implementation of campus energy improvements through the ESA with Trane.
Resource Development and Fiscal Responsibility
NIU strives to sustain budgets that are academically responsive and fiscally responsible; that reflect our dedication to being student-centric and equity-minded; that demonstrate ongoing investment in our faculty and staff; and that align with our mission, vision and values. It is challenging to meet these commitments as a public university that receives less than 25% of its annual operating budget from the State of Illinois. We were not surprised that the Illinois Commission of Equitable Public University Funding found that NIU currently receives only 55.6% of the dollars needed to adequately support our students’ success and our university’s core operations.
Although Illinois public universities have seen increases in appropriated funds for operations in recent years, these increases are insufficient to compensate for the long-term trend of disinvestment and the pace of inflation. In fact, the appropriation has decreased by 24% in inflation-adjusted dollars between FY15 and FY23. The appropriated funding we receive does not cover the real costs associated with delivering high-quality academic programs and support services to students, or the investment required to recruit and retain accomplished employees committed to student success. Most of NIU’s operating funds (more than 40% of the total revenue budget) are derived from tuition and fees. In this context, we are forced to balance our desire to maximize affordability with our need to invest in critical university infrastructure and services, including the academic and nonacademic supports essential to our students’ success.
NIU is committed to being good stewards of university resources, as well as to being student-centric, equity-minded and supportive of faculty and staff excellence. Our senior leaders advocate firmly and consistently for reliable, equitable and sufficient investment in NIU and public higher education by the State of Illinois. At the same time, we know that securing our future requires us to be proactive and realistic in aligning recurring revenues and expenses. The university leadership and our larger Huskie community appreciate the support and confidence that we have received from our Board of Trustees, as we take strategic actions designed to mitigate annual operating deficits and realize sustainable balanced budgets. We are making progress toward the goal of achieving a structurally balanced budget by FY26.   
Multiyear Planning and Budgeting
Our commitment to transparency and accountability underlies the university’s practice of regularly and publicly updating the Board of Trustees about our financial performance, and our progress related to facilities and technology priorities. NIU’s FY24 financial summary was reported to the board Nov. 7, 2023, and the board approved NIU’s FY25 internal budget June 20, 2024. The university community was updated throughout the year about budget and resource planning by the vice president of Administration and Finance/Chief Financial Officer and the executive vice president/provost via campus-wide email communications as well as presentations to shared governance and shared leadership groups. Campus leaders were called on to work with their teams to reduce expenses, reallocate resources to grow revenue and generate new sources of revenue. 
Notably, the university ended FY24 with an operating deficit of $30.4 million, a slight but positive improvement over the budgeted deficit of $33.6 million. Total revenues outperformed the budget by $2.3 million (0.6%) while total expenses came in marginally lower than budgeted by $900,000(0.2%). Importantly, NIU anticipates reducing the deficit by 50% to $15.4 million by the end of FY25. Per established practice, the board will receive quarterly financial summaries to track budget-related progress in November 2024 and February, May and November 2025. 
Facilities and Technology Planning Priorities
In 2024, NIU adopted a Campus Framework Plan as a decision support tool to help the university identify and prioritize initiatives related to capital projects or strategic investments. Although not yet fully implemented, the framework’s key objectives and principles are already influencing decision-making processes related to our two significant new construction projects, and the opportunity to pursue an Energy Savings Agreement (ESA). 

For example, advancing capital projects under the management of the Illinois Capital Development Board was a university priority in 2024. Pursuing an ESA is worthwhile because of the initiative’s potential to positively impact facilities, expense and balance sheet management, and environmental stewardship.

This past year, NIU saw substantial progress in the planning and design of both new building projects: NICCS and the Health Technology Center. 

· As described above, the NICCS building is being constructed using a design-build project delivery method, and bridging documents are being finalized to allow bidding to proceed. We expect the design-build team will be selected by the spring of 2025 with the design process beginning immediately. To help accelerate the process, final building design is anticipated to occur alongside the beginning of site development. Construction completion by sometime in 2026 is currently anticipated.    
· The design for the Health Technology Center has been finalized, and the program is being refined with consideration for the impact of the transformative gift received from the Baustert Family Foundation. The Baustert Bahwell Health Technology Center will be built at the northwest corner of Lucinda Avenue and Annie Glidden Road. The Lincoln Residence Hall currently on that site is scheduled for demolition in 2025. Construction on the center is expected to begin in 2026.
As noted above, exploring the potential for an ESA was of interest to the university because of the potential to address critical deferred maintenance needs as well as the sustainability impacts. The opportunity to move forward now with HVAC efficiency, automation control, building, lighting and envelope improvements is attractive. There are currently government subsidies to do this work; waiting to do what will inevitably be necessary could increase risk and cost to NIU. Accordingly, the university is pursuing financing via the sale of certificates of preparation. Multiyear budget implications are being carefully considered. The university will not proceed unless a financing agreement that is net-revenue-positive can be negotiated. 
Fundraising and Campaign Execution
NIU’s multiyear comprehensive fundraising campaign, now in the leadership phase, provides an important mechanism for partnering with alumni, donors and friends of the university who are passionate about the opportunity to make a lasting difference. This past year, the case for support was finalized, branded and shared with key leadership groups. Our campaign commitments build on university strengths, align with university priorities and embody Huskie pride. Donor engagement was strong with record attendance at events highlighting NIU’s success at providing students with transformational experiences and moving ideas from theory to practice to impact. 
This past fiscal year, annual fundraising by the NIU Foundation totaled $30.2 million, exceeding the ambitious $28.5 million goal. Fundraising remained strong throughout the first quarter of FY25. Our campaign plans were accelerated in October when NIU received the largest, single gift in university history: $40 million to fund creation of the Baustert Bahwell Health Technology Center. We look forward with enthusiasm to the public launch of a major fundraising effort in 2025.

Looking Forward
Our university can be proud of what we achieved in 2024, the ways that we operated and how we met our goals in accordance with our mission, vision and values. There are many points of pride including: 
· NIU continued to improve access and opportunity for academically accomplished students, including those from under-resourced and historically under-represented communities, as evidenced by improved re-enrollment rates and acknowledged in national social mobility rankings. 
· NIU again received national recognition for our DEIB initiatives and outcomes. Huskie faculty and staff successfully continued to secure external funding to advance the university’s academic, research and engagement missions, and significant progress was made on the design and development of two buildings that will provide students, faculty and staff with the collaborative learning spaces and research facilities that they deserve. 
· NIU continued to make progress toward our multiyear goal of a structurally balanced budget by FY26, finishing FY24 with a slightly smaller deficit than anticipated, and budgeting to reduce the operating deficit by 50% to $15.4 million by the end of FY25. 
These accomplishments form a strong foundation for the work that lies ahead. I am confident that members of the NIU community will collaborate effectively to capture opportunities, tackle challenges and ensure sound futures for our students and our university. 
It remains an honor and joy to serve as NIU president. I continue to be inspired by the confidence of the university community, and the creativity and commitment of our students, faculty and staff. I am also extremely grateful for the numerous ways that the university leadership team and the Board of Trustees support this amazing institution. Together, we will keep our university moving forward. Go Huskies!
[image: ]Sincerely,
Lisa C. Freeman, D.V.M., Ph.D. 
President, Northern Illinois University
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